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A GENERIC PROGRAMMABLE INTERNET PROTOCOL 
CLASSIFICATION TECHNIQUE FOR A BROADBAND ENGINE 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to internet technologies generally and particularly to 
internet protocol packet classification techniques and systems. 
BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Historically, internet protocol (hereinafter IP) based networks have been able 
to provide a simple "best-effort" delivery service to all applications they carry. In 
particular, this service treats all packets equally, with no service levels, 
requirements, reservations, or guarantees. Although this indiscriminate treatment of 
packets introduces delay and variability in data transfer rate, the best-effort delivery 
scheme has still been able to satisfy a net user's typical needs, such as e-mail, file 
transfer or Web browsing. However, as demand for real-time, multimedia and 
multicasting applications grows, networks that only provide the aforementioned 
best-effort delivery service are no longer able to adequately support these delay- 
sensitive applications. For example, a slight congestion on such networks could 
transform an Internet phone call into gibberish. 

The Integrated Services Architecture (ISA) is one prior-art solution that 
addresses the shortcomings of the best-effort delivery service. Specifically, ISA 
associates each IP packet with a flow, which is a distinguishable stream of related IP 
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packets that results from a single user activity and requires the same quality of 
service (hereinafter QoS). Then ISA treats the IP packets of a particular flow 
identically for purposes of resource allocation and queuing discipline. Therefore, 
under ISA, packets for delay-sensitive applications such as an internet phone call 
would receive higher priority treatment than packets for non-delay-sensitive 
applications, such as email. This process of mapping packets into classes that may 
correspond to a single flow or a set of flows is also referred to as packet 
classification. 

However, the existing IP packet classification techniques typically use 
specific fields in an IP packet header and does not provide any flexible means to 
alter the field designation. One such packet classification scheme is the 
differentiated services architecture, which supports a range of network services that 
are differentiated on the basis of performance. 

Figure 1 illustrates the datagram format of an internet protocol version 4 
(hereinafter IPv4) packet. Specifically, IPv4 packet 100 contains version field 102 
(4 bits), Internet Header Length (IHL) field 104 (4 bits), type of service field 106 (8 
bits), total length field 108 (16 bits), identification field 1 10 (16 bits), flags field 1 12 
(3 bits), fragment offset field 114(13 bits), time to live field 1 16 (8 bits), protocol 
field 1 18 (8 bits), header checksum field 120 (16 bits), source address field 122 (32 
bits), destination address field 124 (32 bits), options/padding field 126 (variable) and 
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data field 128 (a variable integer multiple of 8 bits). The differentiated services 
architecture labels IPv4 packets using type of service field 106 for differing QoS 
treatment. If a network operator opts to implement the differentiated services 
architecture in its network, it then configures its routers with appropriate forwarding 
policies based on the value in service field 106. Once the network is in its normal 
operating state, the network operator would most likely unable to switch to a 
different packet classification scheme that uses fields other than type of service field 
106. 

Thus, an apparatus and method is needed to provide a flexible, 
programmable and highly scaleable solution to continue improving packet delivery 
mechanisms and more specifically to further advance packet classification 
technology and its deployment in network systems. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The present invention is illustrated by way of example and is not limited by 
the figures of the accompanying drawings, in which like references indicate similar 
elements, and in which: 

Figure 1(a) illustrates the datagram format of an internet protocol version 4 packet. 
Figure 2 illustrates a block diagram of one embodiment of the present invention, 
broadband engine. 

Figure 3 illustrates a block diagram of a line card that one embodiment of the 
present invention resides in. 

Figure 4 illustrates a block diagram of a communication system that one 
embodiment of the present invention resides in. 

Figure 5 illustrates a one process that one embodiment of the present invention 
follows to generically classify internet protocol version 4 packets. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

An apparatus and method for utilizing a dynamically modifiable combination 
of fields of an internet protocol version 4 (hereinafter IPv4) packet header to classify 
the packet are described. In the following description, numerous specific details are 
set forth in order to provide a thorough understanding of the present invention. 
However, it will be apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art that the invention may 
be practiced without these particular details. In other instances, well known 
elements and theories such as Synchronous Optical Network (hereinafter SONET), 
Packet over SONET (hereinafter POS), Universal Test and Operational Physical 
Interfaces for Asynchronous Transfer Mode (UTOPIA) bus, Peripheral Component 
Interconnect (hereinafter PCI), packet framing, routing protocols, routing tables, etc. 
have not been described in special detail in order to avoid obscuring the present 
invention. 

Moreover, throughout this disclosure, the term "generic packet 
classification" broadly refers to a protocol independent technique that selects a class 
based on any allowable field in IPv4 packet header and maps a packet into the 
selected class. A class may correspond to a single flow or to a set of flows with the 
same quality of service (hereinafter QoS) requirements. Also, this technique 
provides a mechanism to dynamically modify the class information and the fields in 
IPv4 packet header used to convey such information. In other words, during normal 
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operations of a network stack, this technique allows a change from a first 
classification using a first combination of fields in IPv4 packet header to a second 
classification using a second combination of fields. 

Additionally, in subsequent discussions, content addressable memory 
(hereinafter CAM) refers to a programmable memory device that provides search 
capability to its content. One example of CAM is the NL8873 14 from Netlogic 
Microsystems™. The disclosure also uses SONET, which refers to a high-speed 
time division-multiplexing physical-layer transport technology, and POS, which 
provides a method for efficiently carrying data packets in SONET frames, to 
describe the operations of the present invention. Finally, a machine readable 
medium refers to, but not limited to, a storage device, a memory device, a carrier 
wave, etc. 

Figure 2 illustrates a block diagram of one embodiment of the present 
invention, broadband engine 200. Specifically, one implementation of broadband 
engine 200 includes transceiver module 202 and lookup module 204. Transceiver 
module 202 is responsible for bridging the communication between framer module 
216 and lookup module 204. For example, framer module 216 provides transceiver 
module 202 with packets that operate in POS mode via bus 210 (in this example, bus 
210 is UTOPIA bus). After having received these POS packets, one embodiment of 



7 

transceiver module 202 appends some control information to certain portion of the 
packets before relaying the packets to lookup module 204. 

One embodiment of lookup module 204 comprises external processor 
interface 206 and processing core 208. External processor interface 206 allows 
external processor 218 to communicate information via bus 212 to processing core 
208 and also to program information in CAM 220. After having identified an IPv4 
packet out of the packets received from transceiver module 202, based on the 
information from external processor 218 and the information stored in CAM 220, 
processing core 208 generically classifies the IPv4 packet. Examples will be 
provided in the subsequent section that discusses the operations of broadband engine 
200 to further explain the generic IPv4 packet classification technique. 

External processor 218 typically performs functions such as, but not limited 
to, running routing protocols, building routing tables, providing general system 
maintenance capabilities, etc. in a communication system. It is important to note 
that external processor 218 may physically reside either on the same or a different 
line card with broadband engine 200 and yet still remain within the scope of the 
present invention. Additionally, it should be apparent to one with ordinary skill in 
the art to recognize that broadband engine 200 in general and its components (such 
as transceiver module 202 and lookup module 204) in particular are capable of 
performing functions other than the mentioned packet classification technique. 
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Broadband engine 200 can be implemented with one or more Application 
Specific Integrated Circuit (ASIC) and be incorporated into a number of systems, 
such as line card 300 as shown in Figure 3. Line card 300 can further be part of 
communication system 400 as shown in Figure 4. Specifically, input/output 
interface 302 of line card 300 is responsible for translating between signals that 
travel on physical cabling coupled to line card 300 and packets that are recognizable 
by broadband engine 200. Switch fabric interface 304, on the other hand, provides 
broadband engine 200 a pathway to switch fabric 404 as shown in Figure 4. Switch 
fabric generally constitutes the totality of possible data paths that can be established 
throughout communication system 400. In other words, if communication system 
400 has more than one line card, all the line cards can then communicate with one 
another by means of switch fabric 404. 

In one communication system 400 that the present invention resides in, 
external processor 218 as shown in Figure 2 resides in main processing engine 400, 
and framer module 216 resides in input/output interface 302 of line card 300. It 
should however be apparent to an ordinarily skilled artisan to incorporate broadband 
engine 200 in systems that are different than the ones shown in figure 3 and 4 
without exceeding the scope of the present invention. 
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Operation of One Embodiment of Broadband Engine 
In conjunction with Figure 2, Figure 5 illustrates one process that one 
embodiment of broadband engine 200 follows to genetically classify IPv4 packets. 
Specifically, in block 500, external processor 218 accesses CAM 220 through 
external processor interface 206 and programs CAM 220 with tag values and their 
corresponding keys. External processor 218 typically retrieves this tag-key 
information from its own memory device (not shown in Figure 2 to avoid obscuring 
the present invention). The key value serves as an identifier for processing core 208 
to search through a table of tag-key entries in CAM 220. The tag information, on 
the other hand, pertains to packet classification information and is inserted in one of 
the fields of an IPv4 packet header as shown in Figure 1. In addition, the 
programming of tag-key information in CAM 220 typically occurs at the 
initialization stage but can also occur during the steady state of the system that 
broadband engine 200 resides on. Communication system 400 as shown in Figure 4 
is one example of such a system. 

Furthermore, one embodiment of external processor interface 206 includes 
registers that are accessible to external processor 218. In block 500, external 
processor 218 also programs these registers, or key construction and tag insertion 
registers, with relevant information. In one particular implementation, the key 
construction register contains information with the following format: 
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Bits 15:7 


Bit 6 (valid bit) 


Bits 5:0 


First 9 bit value of bit-offset from 
start of IPv4 packet header 




First 6 bit value indicating 
number of bits to be read 


Second 9 bit value of bit-offset 
from start of IPv4 packet header 




Second 6 bit value indicating 
number of bits to be read 


Third 9 bit value of bit-offset from 
start of IPv4 packet header 




Third 6 bit value indicating 
number of bits to be read 


Fourth 9 bit value of bit-offset 
from start of IPv4 packet header 




Fourth 6 bit value indicating 
number of bits to be read 



In other words, this implementation of key construction register has capacity for 4 
16-bit data chunks relevant to establish key values. The first 9 bits of a 16-bit data 
chunk encodes a bit-offset from the beginning of an IPv4 packet header, whereas the 
last 6 bits encodes the number of bits to read from that bit-offset. The bit-offset is 
also referred to as a "retrieval location" in this disclosure. External processor 218 
may program the key construction register either during initialization or during 
normal operations. If programming occurs during normal operations and some of 
the 16-bit data chunks become inapplicable as a result, external processor 218 can 
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mark bit 6, or the valid bit, of the affected data chunks to alert processing core 208 
not to process them further. 

One implementation of tag insertion register contains data that follow the 
format demonstrated below: 



Bits 15:9 


Bits 8:0 


Number of bits to read from the retrieved 
tag 


Bit-offset indicating where to insert the tag 
in an IPv4 packet header 



The bit-offset that is represented by the last 9 bits is also referred to as a "insertion 
location" in this disclosure. 

For illustration purposes, assuming bus 210 is UTOPIA bus and framer 
module 216 provides broadband engine 200 packets that operate in POS mode, one 
embodiment of transceiver module 202 collects the first 48 bytes of each packet, 
appends a 64-bit long POS header to the 48 bytes and passes the combined 56 bytes 
to lookup module 204 in block 502. If the 48 bytes are the beginning portion of a 
packet, transceiver module 202 sets bit 60 of the 64-bit POS header to' 1 ' to inform 
lookup module 204. However, it should be apparent to an ordinarily skilled artisan 
to apply mechanisms other than this discussed method of passing control 
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information between components of broadband engine 200 without exceeding the 
scope of the present invention. 

In block 504, lookup module 204 proceeds to examine the data from 
transceiver module 202. If lookup module 204 does not detect the requisite fields 
that constitute an IPv4 packet header and establishes that the 48-byte data represent 
payload data, lookup module 204 sends the data further down its receive pipeline in 
block 508. Otherwise, lookup module 204 performs generic IPv4 packet 
classification in block 506. 

More particularly, in conjunction with figures 2 and 4 and for illustration 
purposes, a processor in main processing engine 402 first programs CAM 220, the 
key construction and tag insertion registers with appropriate information 
representative of a first type of packet classification during the initialization of 
communication system 400. This first packet classification uses one field, or type of 
service field 106, to indicate different QoS treatment. Then assuming that main 
processing engine 402 decides to switch to a second type of packet classification, 
which utilizes both type of service field 106 and option/padding field 126, while in 
its steady state, processor of main processing engine 402 reprograms CAM 220, the 
key construction and tag insertion registers with a different set of information. 
Assuming further that the first type of classification and the second type of 
classification both read 8 bits from type of service field 106 and the second 
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classification reads 10 bits from option/padding field 126, the reprogrammed key 
construction register should have the following two 16-bit data chunks: 



Bits 15:7 


Bit 6 (valid bit) 


Bits 5:0 


000010000 


1 


001000 


010100000 


1 


001010 



The first 9 bits of the two data chunks reflect that type of service field 106 begins 16 
bits from the start of an IPv4 packet header and option/padding field 126 begins 160 
bits from the start, respectively. The valid bit of the first 16-bit data chunk remains 
at 1, because both classification schemes read the same number of bits from the 
same field as having been assumed above. 

Based on the two data chunks, broadband engine 200 retrieves information 
from the IPv4 packet, or a key value, and proceeds to look up entries in CAM 220 
that matches the key value. After an entry is identified, its corresponding tag 
information is then retrieved and inserted in the IPv4 packet in a fashion consistent 
with the content of the tag insertion register. Assuming that the second 
classification specifies that 3 bits from the retrieved tag is to be inserted in data field 
128, the reprogrammed tag insertion register should contain the following 16-bit 
data chunk: 
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Bits 15:9 


Bits 8:0 


0000011 


011000000 



Thus, a method and an apparatus for utilizing a dynamically modifiable 
combination of fields of an internet protocol version 4 packet header to classify the 
packet have been described. Although a broadband engine card has been described 
particularly with reference to the figures, it will be apparent to one of the ordinary 
skill in the art that the present invention may appear in any of a number of other 
communication systems. It is contemplated that many changes and modifications 
may be made by one of ordinary skill in the art without departing from the spirit and 
scope of the present invention. 



